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'Change' and 'watershed' must have been some of the most overused, unimaginative
words that surfaced throughout this year's Singapore general election fever – and
perhaps justifiably so.
Based on all that transpired before, during and after voting day, most people would
agree that this particular election was – for lack of better words – watershed insofar as
it has changed the country's political landscape forever: “A level of political
engagement, mobilization and sense of ownership hitherto unseen since independence”
in 1965, wrote the editors of Voting in Change: Politics of Singapore's 2011 General
Election, a compilation of essays on the recent general election by academics and
political observers.  
Indeed, the recent election saw the opposition contest all but five parliamentary seats:
a historic high for Singapore. And although the dominant People’s Action Party (PAP)
was easily returned to government with 81 parliamentary seats, almost 40 per cent of the electorate voted for the
opposition. For sure, a 60 per cent victory margin would be considered rather high by most standards, but it marked
an all-time low for the PAP.
The “quantum growth” in social media such as Facebook and Twitter played an important role in keeping
Singaporeans abreast of political issues and opinions. Unlike in the past when people were more or less reliant on
state media, Singaporeans were empowered to share and discuss their views, occasionally criticizing and challenging
politicians and policies.
Election issues
Renewal in political leadership, Singapore’s one-party political system, the growing income gap, housing affordability,
and Singapore’s liberal immigration policy: these were the five key issues that shaped the election, wrote Eugene
Tan (http://www.law.smu.edu.sg/faculty/law/eugenet.asp), an assistant professor at Singapore Management
University's School of Law (http://www.law.smu.edu.sg/index.asp), in his essay.
As third-generation leaders hand over the reins of power to the next generation, greater attention was put on the
development of future leadership. But unlike the PAP, which, quite predictably, recruited from the civil service,
military and National Trade Union Congress (NTUC), other parties fielded a greater proportion of new faces from a
greater variety of backgrounds, including former government scholars, many young women, singles and former civil
servants.
“The opposition made much hay of the fact that its candidates were equal, if not superior, to the PAP’s. No longer
could they be dismissed as ‘riff-raff’,” Tan wrote, noting that the electorate recognised this revitalisation of
opposition parties.
Secondly, more Singaporeans believed PAP’s continued dominance of the political system to be untenable. The
widening income gap, concerns about inflation and increased costs of living exacerbated a growing dissatisfaction
with the PAP government. Underlying this were perceptions of arrogance and highhandedness on the part of some
PAP politicians.
“More Singaporeans felt the need for a credible opposition that was ready to step into government, regardless of
whether the PAP was in good hands or not,” wrote Tan. “It was thus crucial to have a vibrant, credible and quality
opposition to keep the ruling party on its toes, resulting in better policies, and also ensuring that voters were not
taken for granted.”
Thirdly, Singapore’s economy had recovered rapidly since the global financial crisis in 2008, and currently enjoys
strong economic growth. However, many Singaporeans felt that the PAP was focused on “growth at all costs”, and
that although GDP growth remained robust, “the national wealth did not seem to be shared equitably”. This squared
with the country's growing income gap and costs of living.
Certainly, the recent election has shown that while material concerns remained important to Singaporeans, “there
was a maturing of the electorate who wanted issues like ethos, values and inclusiveness to be addressed as well,”
wrote Tan.
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Fourthly, housing affordability became a hot-button issue. Due to the rapid influx of immigrants and foreign workers,
demand for public housing was outstripping supply. This drove up the prices of homes for young, married first-time
homeowners, eclipsed by the even faster increases in the prices of resale public flats and private residential
properties.
While PAP politicians insisted that public housing remain affordable, opposition parties argued that many
Singaporeans would spend most of their lives paying off housing loans, leaving them with little savings for retirement.
The government's liberal immigration policy was also blamed for driving up costs, depressing wages and overcrowding
on public transportation systems.
While many Singaporeans recognise that low national birth rates would necessitate a more immigrant-friendly
environment, if for anything, to keep the country's economy competitive, many remain worried that such a policy
would "ultimately do more harm than good" to the country and its natural born citizens.
“While Singaporeans can, by and large accept the economic logic of an open-door immigration policy, the emotions
resist. The head understands but the heart does not quite accept,” Tan opined.
Conservative Singaporeans, young and old?
It is worthwhile and necessary to recognise the growing pluralism and complexity of Singaporean society. To that
end, understanding “the underlying reasons why people voted the way they did” is essential to foster greater
effectiveness in improving and changing Singapore’s political landscape, Bridget Welsh
(http://www.socsc.smu.edu.sg/faculty/social_sciences/bwelsh.asp) noted.
The associate professor of political science at SMU's School of Social Sciences
(http://www.socsc.smu.edu.sg/index.asp) analysed, in her essay, the political leanings of six groups of
Singaporeans: young first-time voters (21 to 26 years of age), the elderly (70 years and older), Malays, new citizens
(since the last election in 2006), homosexuals and evangelicals. To understand these segments, Welsh and her
research team spoke (face-to-face and over the telephone) with 170 Singaporeans.
Though as a voting bloc, young voters make up only a quarter of the electorate, a popular perception was that this
segment helped increase opposition gains. As a cohort, they are characterised as savvy users of online media and
social networks, and to hold politically liberal views. The survey found, however, that young voters were most
concerned about bread-and-butter issues of inflation, costs of living, jobs and salaries. As many of them earned low
wages, they worried about not being able to afford homes.
Compared to older voters, young voters were more concerned about the influx of immigrants as they saw a more
direct link between the government's liberal immigrant policy and competition for jobs, as well as salaries. This
sentiment resonated across the group which then strengthened the opposition's appeal.
Welsh noted too that though young voters here were generally more supportive of political freedoms and desired a
more open political system, the relative weight given to this was "considerably lower than bread-and-butter issues
and to political stability." Compared to youths in other parts of the world, young voters here would seem "quite
conservative".
Inflation and healthcare were foremost concerns of elderly voters, particularly given their lack of income, frequent
healthcare checks and costly medication. Many also lamented that high costs of housing prevented them from living
near their children’s families. However, as most lived through the ethnic riots of the 1960s, they placed greater
importance on political stability compared to the other groups surveyed.
Overall, generational differences may explain a tendency of elderly voters to support the PAP, even though a quarter
of survey respondents said they did not. This was in contrast to young voters who had a clear preference for the
opposition.
Support for the incumbent
For the estimated 150,000 new citizen voters (approximately 6.8 per cent of all eligible voters), immigration was the
single most important issue. Many were concerned about integration into Singapore society, as well as discrimination
from other Singaporeans. Yet, like most other citizens, they too were concerned about affordable housing,
healthcare and cost of living.
Political freedoms and stability were important, largely due to their own life experiences back in their native
countries. “Overall, new citizens strongly supported the PAP, indeed to a greater extent than Malays and all of the
other communities,” Welsh wrote. “The opposition won over some new citizens, especially those who had lived
longer in Singapore, but on the whole, new citizens can arguably be seen as the PAP’s political buffer.”
For evangelical Christians, who make up about 9.8 percent of the electorate, a main concern was the ethical
standing of national leaders. In keeping with their conservative social and religious views, most evangelicals saw a
need to elect moral (defined by interviewees as 'non-homosexual') politicians into parliament.
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Despite some reservations about the introduction of casinos into Singapore, challenges to religious freedom (e.g.
secularism), etc, most were unwilling to vote for politicians that would liberalise social values. The PAP thus
represented a "wise" and "safe" choice.
Voting amidst discrimination
According to survey findings, the primary concerns of the Malay community relate to cost of living, immigration and
housing. Affordable housing and healthcare represented a topmost concern as many felt a disproportionate number
of Malays "were vulnerable to inflation and greater economic hardships". They also bemoaned a lack of grassroots
connection and a sense of disconnect with PAP's Malay leaders.
Malays represent an important bloc of swing voters who were "least likely to vote for the PAP, but also "least likely
to support the opposition", Welsh reported. Some of the issues highlighted include long-running discrimination in
areas such as national service, as well as comments
(http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5hmM9iHjTTGwAC-MZv19__oNqX3zw?
docId=CNG.4f8b988b9ebd1a5c9a9eba1574013bc8.b81) made by then Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew.
Lastly, the survey showed that homosexuals, as a group, prioritised issues differently from the average. Most
indicated a preference for the opposition and were also least likely to vote for the PAP. Although costs of living and
affordable healthcare were among key considerations, the single most important issue was housing. As "single" men
and women cannot qualify for public housing until they reach 35 years of age, they are faced with the option of
either buying (expensive) private homes or living in their parents' home.
Welsh also noted that when asked if the PAP government had effectively addressed issues of concern to the gay
community, this group gave the lowest rating out of all the groups studied. Due to social stigma and discriminatory
policies, many also expressed a desire to migrate to a foreign (and more accepting) society. Overall, gay voters, like
young voters, placed greater importance on political freedoms, compared to the other groups.
What comes after buttered bread?
The mere fact that social values and political ideals were deliberated upon is perhaps indicative of a maturing
electorate. For Tan, this general election was significant in that it saw the rise of "post-material concerns and
issues". So while bread-and-butter may remain significant (as Welsh's study confirms), this election has shown that
social and emotional factors matter as well.
Certainly, the inclusion, integration and acceptance of various groups in society will require further attention and
study. Politicians would be remiss to ignore this "sense of displacement and discomfort" amongst citizens. And as
political parties recalibrate their moves to address 2016's electorate – which promises to be more sophisticated,
cosmopolitan, IT-savvy and educated – readers can rest assured that predictable words like "change" and
"watershed" will, once again, rear their ugly heads.
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